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Thousands of union activists, protesting teachers, and jobless workers carried out a 24-hour
nationwide strike in Argentina on Aug. 14 to protest proposed labor reforms and to demand
jobs and adjustments in the nation's economic policies. Despite a drastic drop in inflation, an
increase in foreign investment, and a strong stock market during President Carlos Saul Menem's
administration, conditions for those at the lower end of the economic ladder have not improved.
In addition to persistent high unemployment, the gap between the rich and poor has increased.
Economist Roberto Frenkel, chief consultant for the Economy Ministry, pointed out that in the early
1960s, Argentina had the most equitable distribution of wealth in Latin America. Thirty years later,
during the five-year period from 1990-1994, the poorest 40% of Argentina's urban population lost
4% of its share of national income while the country's wealthiest 10% gained an additional 5% of the
economic pie.
And, the United Nation's Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC)
says the gap has continued to grow in the last 3 years because of the high unemployment rate.
"With stock market investment, we're seeing a lot of paper changing hands, without any correlative
increase in production or employment," said Economist Marcelo Lascano. "A lot of foreign
investment simply substitutes what's already been in place, without adding anything new."
Lascano said another problem is that privatization of public-service companies, which brought
US$20 billion into government coffers between 1992 and 1996, also led to downsizing that put
thousands out of work. For example, he said, in telecommunications, which is one of the nation's
most profitable business sectors, the number of employees has been reduced from 40,770 to 27,928
since privatization began. Other privatized Argentine industries have also drastically reduced their
work force. The now privatized YPF oil company, for example, increased annual oil exports from US
$674 million to US$1.76 billion between 1992 and 1996.
In the same period, however, the company fired tens of thousands of workers, many of them in
remote provinces that can provide few other employment opportunities. To deal with this scourge
of unemployment, multilateral lending agencies, foreign investors, many local business leaders, and
President Menem proposed changes to cut labor costs and make labor-management relations more
flexible. The reforms would weaken collective bargaining agreements, eliminate or greatly reduce
severance pay, and allow employers to change work and vacation schedules.
A version of the administration's labor reform was approved by the pro-government Confederacion
General del Trabajo (CGT), but is opposed by the Argentine business community and the other
major labor organizations. Claudio Sebastiani, leader of the Argentine Industrial Federation, admits
that the reform will not reduce unemployment in the short term, but says it will result in a better
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investment climate for the future. Opponents reply that it will simply "lower the cost of firing
workers."

Strike undercut by divisions in labor movement
Against this backdrop, on Aug. 14 just two months before legislative elections labor staged a 24hour general strike, despite the CGT's decision not to participate. The walkout was organized by the
Movimiento de Trabajadores Argentinos (MTA) and the Central de Trabajadores Argentinos (CTA),
organizations made up mostly of unions from the transport and public-administration sectors and
supported strongly by teachers unions (see NotiSur, 05/16/97 and 08/15/97).
The strike underscored the deep divisions within the Peronist-dominated labor unions. This is the
third time the MTA and the CTA have waged a strike without the CGT's support, and the seventh
general strike since Menem took office in July 1989. The MTA and the CTA accuse the CGT of
"betraying" the workers by signing the accord on labor reform. Strikers burned dozens of buses, and
police said 96 people were arrested during the walkout. Strikers gathered to bang pots and shout
anti-government slogans outside the presidential residence of Olivos, while Menem was meeting
with the Cabinet inside.
Support for the strike was much more pronounced in the provinces than in Greater Buenos Aires.
While leaders claimed the walkout was an "overwhelming success," the government downplayed
it, with Interior Minister Carlos Corach calling it "the least successful and most violent of all the
strikes." Strike increases pre-election tensions With legislative elections scheduled for October, the
political undertones of the strike were strong. The opposition Alianza por el Trabajo, la Justicia y la
Educacion- -an alliance between the Union Civica Radical (UCR) and the Frente de Pais Solidario
(FREPASO) only offered "solidarity with the goals of the strike."
The strongest support within the Alianza came from Buenos Aires mayor Fernando de la Rua,
who said workers who observed the strike would not be docked. Union officials demanded that
the Alianza "decide whether it is with the workers or with big economic groups." Although their
support was tepid at best, Alianza leaders Rodolfo Terragno of the UCR and FREPASO's Carlos
"Chacho" Alvarez called the strike a success, adding that it shows that social discontent is still
running high.
Meanwhile, Menem accused the Alianza of being the "intellectual author" of violence that occurred
throughout the country during the strike. The day before the strike, Menem met with congressional
leaders to map out a timetable to ensure passage of the labor law before the October elections.
However, differences within the PJ regarding the reform threaten to delay debate on the bill, which
is scheduled to begin Aug. 27. Economy Minister Roque Fernandez threatened to implement the
reform by decree if Congress failed to act, bringing a warning from the unions on Aug. 16 that any
such action would bring new strikes. Fernandez's threat may backfire. Rodolfo Daer, secretary
general of the CGT which had supported the reforms said the organization "will not allow" labor
reform to be imposed by decree. [Sources: Inter Press Service, 07/02/97, 07/11/97, 07/12/97; Pagina
12 (Argentina), 08/12/97, 08/14/97; Associated Press, Spanish news service EFE, 08/14/97; Agence
France-Presse, The Buenos Aires Herald (Argentina), 08/15/97; Reuter, 07/23/97, 07/25/97, 08/14/97,
08/17/97; El Nuevo Herald, 08/17/97; Clarin (Argentina), 08/01/97, 08/14/97, 08/15/97, 08/20/97]
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